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(57) ABSTRACT 

The invention concerns a method of communication 

betWeen ground stations via satellites traveling around the 
Earth and forming part of a constellation over?ying at least 
a major portion of the Earth, each ground station commu 
nicating during a particular time With a given satellite of the 
constellation. TWo ground stations communicate via respec 
tive given satellites With Which the stations are respectively 
communicating. To minimize the control means on board 

each satellite, the tWo satellites communicate via a prede 
termined communications link. A link of the above kind 
generally comprises one or more predetermined satellites. 

14 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets 
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METHOD OF COMMUNICATION BETWEEN 
EARTH STATIONS USING A 

CONSTELLATION OF SATELLITES 

The invention concerns a method of communication 
between stations or users on the ground via satellites. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The ever-increasing bit rate of telecommunications leads 
to the development of diverse types of communication, in 
particular communications relayed by satellites. A number 
of communications systems of this type are planned. Such 
systems generally use constellations of satellite in “loW 
Earth orbit” or “medium Earth orbit”. In such a 
constellation, a plurality of satellites folloW the same orbit at 
an altitude in the range 1,000 km to 1,500 km above the 
surface of the Earth, for example, and the constellation 
includes a plurality of orbits, usually in the form of pairs of 
closely spaced orbits. The set of orbits or pairs of orbits 
covers most of the surface of the Earth Where communica 
tions are useful. 

An “Internet” type system has already been proposed for 
satellite communication betWeen users virtually anyWhere 
on the Earth in Which information is transmitted betWeen 
tWo distant users using satellite links. In the system con 
cerned the number of satellites and their distribution are 
such that each user can communicate directly With a satellite 
at any time and information is transmitted betWeen tWo users 
by means of the satellites With Which they communicate 
directly. The satellites communicating directly With the users 
are linked by other satellites of the constellation. The choice 
of the intermediate satellites, in other Words the routing of 
the information, is handled individually for each call using 
control means on board each satellite. 

A telecommunications system of the above kind necessi 
tates a high satellite density. The system is therefore costly. 
Controlling routing on board each satellite further increases 
the cost of the system. 

There are other satellite telecommunications systems in 
Which, Within a particular terrestrial area, communications 
are effected via the only satellite passing over that area. 
When the satellite leaves the area concerned, another satel 
lite takes over from it. In that system users in the same area 
communicate via a single satellite and users in different 
areas must communicate using means other than the satel 
lites. The system is extremely simple but its capacity is 
limited. 
Document US 4 912 656 is illustrative of the prior art and 

describes onboard processing Which makes the communi 
cations system very costly. Document EP 0 780 998 is also 
illustrative of the prior art but does not provide for any 
simply processing of links betWeen satellites. 

OBJECTS AND SUMMARY OF THE 
INVENTION 

The method of the invention enables communication 
betWeen distant stations or users on the ground via satellites 
and uses a relatively loW cost communications system. 

In the method of the invention, to set up communication 
betWeen tWo distant stations or users on the ground via a 
constellation of satellites, the link betWeen the satellite 
communicating directly With a ?rst station (or user) and the 
satellite communicating directly With a second station (or 
user) is at all times effected via at least one predetermined 
link. 

In other Words, the routing of information betWeen sat 
ellites is predetermined. There is therefore no need to 
provide complex control means onboard each satellite. 
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2 
In addition, in the method of the invention, communica 

tion betWeen satellites is optical. Finally, to obtain a high 
information bit rate, there is provision for using more than 
one Wavelength. The plurality of Wavelengths can be 
exploited for addressing one satellite from another. For 
example, a message carried by a Wavelength K” can be 
addressed to the n”1 satellite preceding the transmitter sat 
ellite. 
The term “predetermined link” means that communica 

tion betWeen the satellites communicating directly With the 
ground stations is effected via one or more predetermined 
satellites. If the satellites communicating directly With the 
ground stations are at a suf?ciently short distance from each 
other, communication can be effected Without any interme 
diary. 
The links betWeen satellites are pre-programmed, for 

example. The links can be controlled by a ground station, 
Which further minimiZes the onboard control means. 

The links betWeen satellites can be predetermined because 
the position of each satellite is knoWn at all times. Which 
satellites can communicate With each other is therefore 
knoWn at all times because their positions and the distances 
betWeen them are knoWn. 

During a call, the link betWeen tWo stations or users on the 
ground may be modi?ed. Because of the movement of the 
satellite, each station continues to communicate directly 
With a satellite for a limited time. Another predetermined 
link is set up When another satellite takes over direct 
communication. 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention each link 
betWeen tWo satellites is associated With at least one other 
predetermined link so that the latter replaces the ?rst link 
should it fail, the ?rst link having priority. The second link 
is advantageously a complementary link, meaning that the 
combination of the ?rst and second links forms a ring around 
the Earth. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Other features and advantages of the invention Will 
become apparent from the description of certain embodi 
ments of the invention given hereinafter With reference to 
the accompanying draWings, in Which: 

FIG. 1 is a diagram shoWing the Earth and a constellation 
of communications satellites, 

FIG. 2 is a simpli?ed diagram shoWing hoW a link of the 
invention is established betWeen tWo ground stations, 

FIG. 3 is a diagram shoWing in projected form commu 
nications links of the invention betWeen satellites, 

FIG. 4 is a diagram explaining one means of optical 
communication betWeen satellites, 

FIG. 5 is a diagram shoWing communication betWeen a 
ground station and a satellite and betWeen that satellite and 
tWo other nearby satellites, and 

FIG. 6 is a diagram of the onboard equipment of a satellite 
that is part of a system of the invention. 

MORE DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The communication method of the invention uses a con 
stellation of satellites in non-geosynchronous orbit around 
the Earth 10 (FIG. 1). 

In the example, the constellation comprises 96 satellites in 
sixteen orbits AA‘, BB‘, . . . , HH‘ (FIG. 3) inclined to the 
polar axis. There are six satellites in each orbit. The orbits 
are at an altitude of approximately 1,500 km above the 
surface of the Earth. 
The orbits form eight pairs of orbits. Four pairs are 

inclined in one direction relative to the polar axis and the 
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other four pairs are inclined at the same angle to the polar 
axis. The ?rst set of four pairs of orbits is therefore evenly 
distributed around an axis AO passing through the center of 
the Earth and inclined to the polar axis and the second set of 
four pairs of orbits is evenly distributed about an axis A‘O 
symmetrical to the axis A0 with respect to the polar axis. The 
cross-overs of the orbits near the poles lie on spherical caps 
centered on the axes A0 and A‘O. 

FIG. 3 shoWs the position of the 96 satellites of the 
constellation at a given time. The ascending nodes in each 
pair of orbits are separated by 15°. 

The ascending node is a parameter de?ning an orbit. It is 
the longitude Where the orbit concerned intercepts the equa 
torial plane When the satellite is moving from south to north. 

In the FIG. 3 diagram the abscissa axis plots the longitude 
l of the ascending nodes, the 0° (and 360°) longitude 
corresponding to the GreenWich meridian. The ordinate axis 
plots the average anomaly a, i.e. the position of the satellite 
in its orbit expressed by the angular offset (relative to the 
center of the Earth) from the ascending node. Accordingly, 
a satellite With 0° (or 360°) anomaly is in the equatorial 
plane. Asatellite With a +90° anomaly is as close as possible 
to the North Pole. 

In FIG. 3 each satellite is identi?ed by the name of its 
orbit A‘, A, B‘, B, . . . , H‘, H and by an index corresponding 
to its rank Within that orbit, rank 1 indicating a Zero anomaly 
or the smallest positive anomaly. 

The constellation of satellites sets up links betWeen dis 
tant ground stations. The FIG. 2 diagram shoWs the Earth 10 
and tWo stations 16 and 18 the distance betWeen Which is 
such that they cannot communicate via the same satellite. 

At any given time each station is communicating With a 
particular satellite Which is visible from the station at that 
time. In the FIG. 2 diagram station 16 is communicating 
With satellite 20 and station 18 is communicating With 
satellite 22. Here “communicating” means that the station is 
receiving messages directly from the corresponding satellite 
and transmitting messages directly to that satellite. 

In accordance With the invention, stations 16 and 18, and 
thus satellites 20 and 22, communicate via other satellites of 
the constellation, namely satellites 24 and 26, Which are 
predetermined satellites in the sense explained above. In 
other Words, communication betWeen satellites 20 and 22 is 
not based on criteria determined by the communication 
itself, for example the congestion of a link, but is predeter 
mined by pre-programming it or by commanding it from a 
ground station (not shoWn). 

For simplicity, satellites 20, 22, 24 and 26 are shoWn in 
the same plane in FIG. 2. In general they are not in the same 
orbit (see beloW). 

The predetermined link via satellites 24 and 26 betWeen 
satellites 20 and 22 is generally retained for as long as 
ground stations 16 and 18 communicate directly With sat 
ellites 20 and 22. TWo other satellites then take over from 
satellites 20 and 22 With a neW link via other predetermined 
satellites, as explained beloW With reference to FIG. 3. 

It should nevertheless be noted at this point that tWo 
close-together users in direct line of sight of the same 
satellite, communicate With each other via that satellite. 
Also, if the tWo satellites are at a sufficiently short distance 
apart, they can communicate directly. 

In the example shoWn in FIG. 3 satellite B‘1 is caused to 
communicate With satellite F1. In this case the predeter 
mined link betWeen B‘1 and F1 is as folloWs: B‘l, B1, C‘1, C1, 
D‘l, D1, E1, E1, F‘1 and F1. There is also a complementary 
link on the ring around the Earth, namely: B‘l, A1, A‘l, H1, 
H‘l, G1, G‘1 and F1. 

The satellites move around their orbit (from the bottom to 
the top in FIG. 3) and after a certain time the ground stations 
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4 
communicating via satellites B‘1 and F1 lose sight of those 
satellites. Communication is then via satellites Which are in 
their ?eld of vieW, for example satellites B‘6 and F6 (the 
folloWing satellites in the same orbits in this example). In 
this case, communication betWeen the satellites taking over 
is via a link betWeen satellites analogous to the link B‘l, F1 
described above. 
The link in the form of a ring, that is to say from B‘1 to 

F1 and from F1 to B‘l, provides redundancy alleviating 
possible failure of one of the satellites on a link. 

Redundancy can instead be obtained in a manner other 
than by a ring around the Earth, for example by the link B‘l, 
B2, C‘2, C2, D‘2, D2, E2, E2, E2, F1. In any event, it is 
important for the redundant link to be predetermined. 

In a different embodiment, the redundancy is used to 
forWard calls of different kinds, for example calls With 
different bandWidths or different information bit rates. 

Although a constellation of satellites With orbits inclined 
to the poles has been described hereinabove, it goes Without 
saying that the invention is not limited to this situation. It 
applies also When the orbits are polar orbits. 

In one example the links betWeen satellites are optical 
links. The necessary multiplexing of information is effected 
by choosing a plurality of optical carrier Wavelengths. 

To minimiZe processing on board each satellite, the opti 
cal Wavelength carrying a message represents the ?nal 
address of the call (i.e. the identity of the satellite). 
The example used here to explain the multiplexing system 

relates to transmission using sixteen different optical Wave 
lengths divided betWeen four satellites. Each satellite n can 
process four Wavelengths and, Without processing them, can 
forWard three Wavelengths to satellite n+1, tWo Wavelengths 
to satellite n+2, and one Wavelength to satellite n+3. Also, 
the satellite transmits on four Wavelengths addressed to 
satellites n+1, n+2, n+3 and n+4, respectively, the Wave 
length addressed to satellite n+4 corresponding to a Wave 
length processed by satellite n. 

Thus a communications relay is constituted by groups of 
four consecutive satellites. 

FIG. 4 illustrates this example and shoWs the distribution 
of the sixteen Wavelengths )tl to K16. In the ?gure satellites 
Sn, Sn+1, SMZ, Sn+3 and Sn+4 are represented by blocks. The 
Wavelengths indicated in each block correspond to the 
Wavelengths addressed to the satellites concerned and the 
Wavelengths indicated betWeen tWo satellites correspond to 
the Wavelengths used for communication betWeen the sat 
ellite to the left of the Wavelengths and the next four 
satellites. 

Accordingly, satellite Sn receives Wavelengths K1, K2, k3 
and M from four preceding satellites in the chain, i.e. 
satellites n—4 to n—1 (not shoWn). The Wavelengths K1, K2, 
k3 and k4 are processed by satellite Sn. 

Without processing them, satellite Sn forWards Wave 
lengths k6, k7, k8, K11, K12 and X16. Wavelengths k6, k7 and 
k8 are addressed to satellite S K11 and A12 to Sn+2 and A16 
to satellite Sn+3. 

Finally, satellite Sn transmits on four Wavelengths 
addressed to the next four satellites. These are Wavelength 
k5 addressed to Sn+1, kg to SMZ, A13 to Sn+3 and M to Sn+4. 

Accordingly, in this example, a satellite can send a 
message to any other satellite in front of it (or behind it). 

In this example With 16 Wavelengths, if satellite Sn is to 
communicate With satellite Smk, the message satellite Sn 
sends to satellite Smk is generally relayed k/4 times if k is 
a multiple of 4 or a number of times equal to the integer 
immediately above k/4 if k is not a multiple of 4. 
To determine Whether a message received by a satellite on 

a particular Wavelength must be transmitted to the ground or 
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relayed, each satellite carries a routing unit (see below) 
Which determines the destination of the message according 
to its content. 

FIG. 5 shoWs the streams of data betWeen satellite Sn and 
the previous satellite Sn_1 and the next satellite Sn+1 together 
With the stream of data betWeen it and the ground station 
With Which it is communicating. This diagram shoWs that 
satellite Sn forWards a ?rst data stream fa Without processing 
it, in other Words the stream fa from satellite Sn_1 is 
forWarded Without being processed by satellite Sn to satellite 
S 

Satellite Sn also receives a data stream fb from satellite 
Sn_1 and forWards it to a ground station 72 via a commu 
nications unit 70. 
A stream fC from satellite Sn_1 is received by sWitching 

device 70 and retransmitted to satellite Sn+1. In this case, 
satellite Sn is a regenerative relay. It is the content of each 
message Which determines if the message at K1, K2, 23 
and/or 24 must be transmitted to the ground station or 
retransmitted “downstream” to another satellite on Wave 

length 25, k9, k3 and k1. 
Satellite Sn also receives information from a ground 

station 74 (Which may be co-located With station 72). This 
information forms a stream fd Which after processing in unit 
70 is forWarded to satellite Sn+1. 

Finally, satellite Sn establishes communication betWeen 
sending station 74 and receiving station 72. Thus the stream 
fe is transmitted from station 74 to satellite Sn and, after 
passing through the unit 70, is retransmitted to receiving 
station 72. 

One embodiment of the means on board satellite Sn for 
executing the functions described With reference to FIGS. 4 
and 5 is noW described With reference to FIG. 6. 

The data streams fa, fb, fC from satellite Sn_1 are received 
by a telescope 80. As explained above With reference to FIG. 
4, the data stream fa, fb, fC comprises ten Wavelengths, 
namely Wavelengths M to K4, 26 to 28, K11, K12 and X16. 

The data then passes through an optical preampli?er 82 
and a ?lter 84 Which has tWo outputs, an output 841 for the 
Wavelengths corresponding to the stream fa relayed 
transparently, ie 26, k7, k8, K11, K12 and X16, and an output 
842 for the streams fb and fC at the Wavelengths K1, K2, k3 and 
A4. 

The output 842 is connected to a receiver 86 receiving 
Wavelengths )tl to 24 and converting them into a stream of 
digital data that is processed and routed by a routing unit 88. 
The routing unit forWards the stream fb via a radio link RF 
to station 72. The routing unit also forWards the stream fC to 
the optical output to satellite Sn+1. 

The routing unit 88 also includes an input receiving the 
streams fd, fe from station 74. Four digital outputs of the 
routing unit 88 forWard the stream fd at the same time as the 
stream fC. The digital streams fC and fd are encoded by a 
four-channel encoder 90, the number of channels being 
equal to the number of digital outputs of the routing unit 88. 

For transmission quality to be independent of the number 
of relay satellites, the robustness of the error correction 
encoding depends on the number of satellites preceding the 
target satellite. In other Words, the robustness of the error 
correction encoding is proportional to the number of relay 
satellites. 

The digital signals on each of the four channels of the 
encoder 90 modulate four lasers 92 transmitting on four 
Wavelengths corresponding to the target satellites, ie 25 to 
Sml, kg to SMZ, A13 to Sn+3 and M to Sn+4. 

The optical signals of the streams fC and f d are multiplexed 
by an optical multiplexer 94 With four input channels and 
one output 941 connected to a ?rst input 961 of an optical 
coupler 96. 
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6 
The output 841 of the ?lter 84 that delivers the stream fa 

at Wavelengths k6, k7, k8, K11, K12 and A16 is connected to 
the input of an optical ampli?er 98 Whose output is con 
nected to another input 962 of coupler 96. 
The output of optical coupler 96 is connected to the input 

of a telescope 102 via an optical ampli?er 100. 

The telescope 102 transmits to satellite Sn+1. 

Note that the inputs of coupler 96 are connected by optical 
?bers to the units on their input side, in other Words to 
multiplexer 94 and ampli?er 98. Similarly, ?lter 84 is 
connected to ampli?er 98 by optical ?bers, as are coupler 96 
and ampli?er 100 and as are ampli?er 100 and telescope 
102. 

Note that processing onboard satellite Sn is minimiZed. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method of communication betWeen ground stations 

via satellites traveling around the Earth and forming a part 
of a constellation over?ying a major fraction of the Earth, 
comprising: 

one of said ground stations communicating, during a 
particular time, With a predetermined one of said sat 
ellites of the constellation; and 

the ground stations communicating With each other via 
respective ones of said satellites With Which each of 
said stations are respectively communicating, Wherein 
communication betWeen said tWo satellites is effected 

through the intermediary of a predetermined com 
munications link, 

the links betWeen satellites are of the optical type, and 
communication is effected at a plurality of optical 

carrier Wavelengths, one of said optical carrier Wave 
lengths being associated With said predetermined 
satellite so that messages are transmitted by said 
predetermined satellite to another satellite on the 
same optical carrier Wavelength. 

2. A method according to claim 1, Wherein messages are 
transmitted by said predetermined satellite to subsequent 
satellites in the predetermined link using a given number K 
of optical carrier Wavelengths, the ?rst Wavelength being 
used to carry messages to the next satellite in the link and the 
ith Wavelength of that series being used to carry messages to 
the i”1 satellite in the link after the transmitting satellite. 

3. A method according to claim 1, Wherein at least one 
second predetermined link is provided for communication 
betWeen the given tWo satellites. 

4. A method according to claim 3, Wherein said predeter 
mined communications link and said at least one second 
predetermined link form a link extending around the Earth. 

5. A method according to claim 3, Wherein communica 
tion betWeen the given tWo satellites via the ?rst predeter 
mined link has priority. 

6. A method according to claim 5, Wherein the given tWo 
satellites communicate via the second predetermined link if 
the ?rst predetermined link fails. 

7. A method according to claim 1, Wherein each satellite 
can also be used for communications betWeen ground sta 
tions Within its ?eld of vieW. 

8. A method according to claim 1, Wherein the links 
betWeen ground stations and satellites are radio links. 

9. A method according to claim 1, Wherein messages 
betWeen the given tWo satellites are protected by error 
correcting codes and Wherein the robustness of error cor 
recting encoding is proportional to the number of satellites 
in the predetermined link. 

10. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 
receiving an optical carrier Wavelength of a received 

message at a given satellite; and 
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determining Whether the optical carrier Wavelength of the 
received message corresponds With the optical carrier 
Wavelength associated With the given satellite. 

11. The method of claim 10, further comprising: 
transmitting the received message to a neXt satellite When 

the optical carrier Wavelength of the received message 
is different from the optical carrier Wavelength associ 
ated With the given satellite. 

12. The method of claim 11, further comprising: 
transmitting the received message to a ground station 
When the optical carrier Wavelength of the received 
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message is the same as the optical carrier Wavelength 
associated With the given satellite. 

13. The method of claim 1, Wherein a plurality of different 
Wavelengths are used to uniquely address and identify each 
satellite in said constellation of satellites. 

14. The method of claim 1, Wherein each of said links 
betWeen a ?rst satellite and an immediately adjacent second 
satellite includes a subset of said plurality of optical carrier 
Wavelengths. 


